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  The Creator, who gives us the Light by which we more clearly see the Darkness..."


  


  


  New York City - 1986


  


  



  Prologue


  


  



  On the Dark Train, Passing Through


  


  



  


  When all the lights went out, Peggy Lewin was alone in the third car. She had been trying to immerse herself in Love’s Deadly Stranger, trying to drive away thoughts of that bastard Luis and their miserable “night on the town,” vainly fighting back tears. Now the paperback sat limp and forgotten in her hand, and all she could think about was how frightened she had suddenly become.


  “Oh, Christ,” she moaned softly into the darkness. Slowly, she set down the book and reached into her purse, groping for a moment. Her finger closed around the Mace and remained there while her eyes cast blindly from corner to corner and a voice in her head whined it’s too late to be taking the subway alone, that cheap bastard, wouldn’t even pay for a cab, goddamn it!


  Peggy squeezed the Mace for reassurance, tried to control herself. Light from the tunnel strobed in through the windows, playing across billboards for El Pico coffee and Preparation H. A nervous giggle escaped her. It was buried under the roar of the train.


  Should I get up? she wondered. Find some people, some light? She stood, shaky, in the center of the aisle, and looked in either direction. Darkness. A sigh escaped her, and she moved to the security of the metal holding post on her right: a pretty girl, slightly overweight and modestly trendy, willing slave of Manhattan’s you-gotta-look-good prerogative, wishing suddenly that she’d played down her curves. Who knew what kinds of creeps rode at this time of night?


  The dark train pushed forward, racing toward the southern tip of Manhattan Island. It struck her that they would be rolling into 42nd Street any minute now, and that even though Times Square wasn’t the greatest place in the world at 3:30 in the morning, it had to be better than this. There’d be a cop or something, anyway. There’d be light.


  There’d be hope.


  “Hurry up,” she almost prayed. “Oh, hurry up and let me out of here.”


  As if in answer, light flooded the car from either side. Gratefully, she moved toward the center doors, watching the pillars whip past, the regular hodgepodge of derelicts assembled, the long TIMES SQUARE 42 ST. sign, more pillars, an officer, more pillars, more pillars, more . . .


  . . . and she realized that the train wasn’t going to stop, and she pounded against the glass with her fists, a mute sob welling in her throat as the station whizzed by. . .


  . . . and in the last moment of concentrated light, before darkness engulfed her once again and completely, she saw the man standing in the space between cars, staring in through the door.


  Staring in at her.


  And she saw the door slowly open.


  ~*~


  “It ain’t stoppin’, Jerry! Check it out!”


  “Yeah, I see it, man,” he answered, but Jerry wasn’t watching that at all. His eyes were on the big black cop, smiling coldly, while his mind worked. “Yeah, officer. Why doncha go find out what’s wrong with ol’ Pinhead, the conductor? Lights go out, train don’t stop . . . looks like a job for the police, ya know it?”


  The cop frowned, nervous and torn. On the one hand, something was definitely wrong. On the other hand, skinheaded punks like these guys formed their own category of bad news. Sure, one of ’em couldn’t even sit up right now, might start pukin’ any minute; and the one with his nose against the glass looked too stupid to worry about.


  But he’ll be right there if this Jerry creep starts anything, he noted, unconsciously fondling the butt of his gun. And Jerry-creep probably will.


  There were two other people in the car: two little middle-class hippie throwbacks, probably never been so glad to see a cop in their lives. They were huddled together in the corner by the door, eyes full of mute appeal. Jerry had been giving ’em grief before the lights went out; their upraised voices had drawn Officer Vance in from the last car, where he’d wearily been trying to rouse a crashed-out derelict.


  If I leave now, Vance knew for a fact, these boys are dead meat. Not that it makes that much difference to me. But, dammit, then I will have to book Jerry and his bozo friends, chase ’em halfway to Hell and back on this friggin’ blacked-out train. Oh, Jesus. Thoughts of switchblades in the darkness made him very, very nervous.


  He had pretty well decided to stay when Peggy Lewin’s scream ripped into their ears from five cars ahead. The two hippies jumped a foot a piece and came down hugging each other like pansies in a high wind. Something in Vance’s chest tightened up and froze; that was not a natural scream. He quickly glanced at Jerry’s face and saw that the fucker was smiling.


  “Sic ’em, baby!” Jerry yelled. “Woof woof woof! It’s Police Dog!” His dimwit buddyboy guffawed, steaming up the window. Vance felt like knocking their heads together.


  Then Peggy Lewin screamed again. This time it was worse. Much worse. It wailed out and out, as though her soul had been soaked in gasoline and lit, sent howling out of her mouth to shrivel and die in midair. Even Jerry shut up for a second.


  Even Jerry had never heard such terror.


  “Damn,” Vance hissed. He had no choice. Peggy Lewin had made up his mind for him. Choking down fear, he drew his revolver and started running toward the front of the train. When Jerry refused to get out of the way, Vance knocked him on his ass and kept going, just as the tunnel swallowed them again.


  “I HOPE IT GETS YOU, TOO, YOU BLACK BASTARD!” Jerry bellowed in the fresh darkness. Vance bit back a response, by now scared half out of his mind. The screaming had stopped, but somehow that was not reassuring.


  I hope it gets you, too. The voice rang in his ears. Like the scream. Like the roar of the train. You black bastard! It hurt to be hated so automatically, so completely, on the basis of so very little: uniforms, pigments in skin. The fact that he did the exact same thing did nothing to dampen his rage.


  I’d love to blow you away, white boy, Vance thought bitterly as he came to the door. Blow you right the hell off this world. But the girl, if that was what it was, might still be alive. He was compelled to check it out.


  The door slid open, and he stepped into the space between cars. The wind blasted into him, and the metal platform pitched and buckled beneath his feet. Carefully, he reached over and opened the door to the next car, moved from blackness to blackness to blackness, pausing nervously on the other side.


  The car was empty. Silent, but for the ever-present thunder. No, more than silent and empty. Dead. Suddenly, Vance was overwhelmed by the feeling that he was riding in a dead thing, already beginning to rot, kept in motion by a power not its own.


  Vance knocked on the conductor’s door. No answer. He rattled the lock. “Sid?” he called. “You in there?” No answer. Something damp and chilling uncoiled in his gut.


  What the hell is wrong with this train? he wondered, and then forced himself to keep moving.


  ~*~


  A man named Donald Baldwin was slumped in the driver’s seat, one hand dutifully on the throttle, staring straight ahead. The lights from his instruments were the only working lights on the train; they cast bright reds and yellows on all the shiny spots and streaks in his clothing.


  The door to the engineer’s booth was locked from the inside. Any driver with half a brain kept it locked on night runs, because you were a sitting duck in there, and only lunatics rode at night anyway. If you were crazy enough to be there in the first place, you could at least minimize your risks.


  Tonight, Don Baldwin had been grateful for his half a brain. Right after leaving 51st Street, something started to rattle at the door. Not just the train shaking around; something was trying to get in. Don didn’t know why he thought something instead of someone, but he did, and it scared the bejesus out of him.


  He had tried to raise Sid, his conductor, who sat in a similar cab toward the middle of the train. No answer. He couldn’t even be sure if the intercom was working. Goddamn train is falling apart, he silently groused. Whole goddamn transit system. He got a sudden vivid flash of Sid and Vance, just hanging out, the exact kind of lazy-ass, spear-chucking bastards that were dragging the subways to ruin. And me with a nutcase at the door, he moaned. God damn it.


  Don lit a cigarette, his twenty-third of the night. He always smoked a lot on night runs; it killed time, and what else could you do? Even with his side window open, it filled up with smoke pretty fast in there.


  He never saw the mist drift in, under the door.


  He never even knew what hit him.


  ~*~


  By the time Officer Vance reached the car where Peggy Lewin lived and died, the back of the train was already filling up with rats. They were gray, squat, bloated little bastards with red, gleaming eyes, and they came up through the floor like maggots out of pork. As though they’d been there the whole time. Just waiting.


  The derelict that Vance failed to rouse was still sleeping, decked out on the cool curved plastic of the seats, thick in his own smells. The rats had found him.


  Just as Vance had been found by the dark shape in the doorway. The shape that motioned toward the dead thing at its feet, and impaled him with its luminous eyes.


  ~*~


  “Cigarette?” Jerry was kneeling in front of the two wimps, grinning unpleasantly. They shook their heads, blubbering. He smacked the taller one across the face, eliciting a yelp. “I didn’t ask if you wanted one! I ast if you got one!”


  The taller wimp, William Deere by name, shook his head more emphatically and whimpered a little. First time he’d ever wished for cigarettes, too. Big night for firsts. Fortunately, his friend Robert had one; the little longhair pulled a Tareyton out with shaky fingers and handed it to Jerry.


  “What the hell is this?”Jerry took it, inspected it in the light from the tunnel. “Tareyton. These any good?”


  “I like ’em,” Robert said, risking a chummy grin. His NO NUKES T-shirt was plastered to his back and armpits. He was remembering a movie he saw on TV once, with Tony Musante and Martin Sheen playing badass teen psychos who terrorized sixteen people on a subway car. It was called The Incident, and it had made him swear that he’d never be intimidated like that. He’d never simper and squirm and let some tough guy take him apart piece by piece.


  He had fooled himself about that for a long time. No more. If Jerry wanted to take Robert apart, Jerry could go right ahead. Robert wasn’t going to do shit. Robert was going to risk a chummy grin.


  “Great,” Jerry said, grinning back. “You got anything else I might like, baby boy?” Robert’s smile dried up, and he reached into his pockets.


  “You, too, doll,” said Jerry’s stupid friend, coming over to join in the fun. William Deere nodded now, exercising his neck far more than his spine. He echoed his friend’s gesture, coming up with eighty dollars in crisp twenties.


  “Hot damn! Moses, you done good by us.” Jerry punched William in the shoulder affectionately. “Yer buddy didn’t do so hot, though. Wassa mattah, little Jesus? Nobody givin’ at church?” He grabbed Robert by the collar and started to hoist him out of his seat.


  Then the door at the front of the car slammed open, and Vance reappeared, still holding the gun. There was something stiff about his movement as he came toward them. And his eyes gleamed red, like a rat’s.


  They hit 34th Street just as the first shot went off, striking Jerry’s asshole friend in the forehead and spinning him backward. Light flooded the train, illuminating the brains and blood that spattered the back wall. Jerry jumped back, freaking. William and Robert squealed like pigs.


  Jerry’s remaining friend, the drunk and sickly one, looked up in time to see a nightmare appear in the door behind Vance. He groaned, assumed he was delirious, and lost it all over the floor. Vance pumped two bullets into him, rolling him off into his own vomit, face first and forever still.


  “Jesus!” Jerry screamed. He pulled a very nasty blade from his back pocket and flicked it open, brought it to rest against William Deere’s throat. The gangly hippie came up with ease, back pressed against Jerry’s pounding chest. “One more step, man, this boy gets his throat sl. . .”


  Vance’s next shot smashed William Deere’s nose on its way out the other side. The body jerked once and then sagged in Jerry’s arms. He pushed it away with a tiny animal sound and ran screaming toward the cop.


  To his credit, Jerry was every bit as tough as he liked to act. He took one in the belly and one in the right lung, crawled ten feet on his knees and buried the blade in Vance’s thigh before drowning in his own blood. Vance watched, blank-faced, not even seeming to feel the pain.


  “Take it out, please,” said a voice from behind Vance. A voice of unspeakable calm and remorselessness. A chill, serpentine hiss. A whisper of graveyard breeze.


  Vance dropped the gun, gripped the handle of Jerry’s switch with both hands, and pulled it wetly out of his leg. He straightened. The knife hung poised in front of his stomach.


  “Now in,” said the voice, and Vance plunged the point into his navel.


  “Now out.” The blade slid away with a puckering sound.


  “Now in.”


  Officer Vance was slopping viscera all over his boots by the time Robert finally lost his mind. The young man bolted from his seat and attacked the end door, pissed himself and didn’t even know it. The door slid open almost by itself, and he staggered out into the space between, wind and thunder pounding at him as he screamed,”HELP ME! HELP ME! OMIGOD, YOU GOTTA . . .”


  Then the last of the empty 34th Street platform disappeared, and he was screaming at a wall in total darkness. His hands gripped the metal chain guardrail and clung to it with everything he had.


  Robert dimly heard the door slide shut, and leaned against it with a sigh of relief. The sound of Vance mechanically disemboweling himself could no longer be heard, and that was good, because if Robert had had to listen for one more second, he would have jumped.


  Jumped . . .


  Robert looked down. Even in the dark, even half-insane, he could tell that the ground was moving by very quickly. The part of his mind that still worked weighed his chances of survival. Not too good. He began to cry.


  Oh, Jesus Christ, they’re dead, they’re all dead, I’m gonna die! His thoughts tumbled all over each other like the bodies behind the door. The floor, split down the middle, wanted to rip his legs off and eat him alive; but he was losing his grip on the chain and the world. His strength was slipping away; he was sagging, sagging . . .


  The door rattled in front of him. Not the door, behind which the cop was still carving himself like a Christmas turkey and the walls were wearing William’s face. Not that one.


  The other one.


  The one that led to another car.


  The one that led to escape.


  Robert half fell across the platform, grabbing hold of the door latch and pulling. A crack appeared. He gibbered and extended its dimensions, struggling to his feet. . .


  . . . just as the dark train entered the 28th Street station, flooding him once more with light...


  . . . just as a rat the size of his foot squeezed through the crack, chittering in its own obscene tongue. Robert shrieked and booted it right into a pillar, slamming the door shut abruptly. He imagined that he could hear a thousand furry, filthy little bodies slamming against the other side, trying to reach him.


  Then, beyond imagining, he felt the red eyes boring into the back of his head. The window went cold, and he recoiled from it. The door slid open without resistance. And a hand . . . ancient, horrible . . . reached out for him.


  Without hesitation, he jumped.


  Robert experienced a moment of remarkable freedom, of triumph. Then he hit the first pillar and his neck snapped, mercifully, like a twig. He was dead before most of the damage was sustained.


  It was the best he could have hoped for. Under the circumstances.


  ~*~


  It was taking a joyride on the dark train tonight, cold steel slicing through the underbelly of Manhattan. Just as it had twenty years before, and twenty years before that, when the whole system of subterranean labyrinths was fresh and marvelous, before the taking-for-granted and the turning-to-shit. The more things change, the more they stay the same, it thought, savoring the brute constancy of humans and their achievements, no matter how far through the ages they slithered.


  It was over 800 years old, and didn’t look a day over seventy-five.


  Someone was giggling and whining in the conductor’s booth: crawling with spiders that nobody else could see. The ancient creature was amused, as usual. Boundlessly, terribly amused.


  The dark train barreled down corridors of endless night, heading toward 23rd Street and beyond. In the engineer’s booth, Donald Baldwin stared vacantly out at the tunnel, fingers locked on the throttle, cigarette butts stuck to the spilled Pepsi and blood at his feet. In the light from the tunnel walls, the meaty expanse of his throat twinkled and gleamed. And the controls cast bright reds and yellows on the shiny wet spots and streaks in his clothing.


  As they approached 23rd Street, Don Baldwin’s dead fingers pulled back on the throttle, and the dark train began to slow down.


  ~*~


  Way at the front of the downtown platform, Rudy Pasko was defacing subway posters. Evita’s eyes became two blackened pits. Blood rolled from the corners of her mouth in bold streaks of Magic Marker. The microphone stands had been turned into an enormous penis. And in large jagged letters, on either side, Rudy wrote:


  


  


  SHE EATS THE POOR


  


  AND MAKES SHELLS OUT OF HER LOVERS


  


  There was no joy in it. Rudy scowled at his handiwork for a moment, then moved down to see what he could do with Perdue’s Prime Parts. A cigarette dangled from the arrogant slash of his mouth. His eyes were dark, set back with mascara in the pale, bony face. There was an unpleasant tic around the right socket: too much speed, too much pent-up rage and despair. His hair was a bleached blond rockabilly pompadour. He was dressed entirely in black: tight jeans, artfully ripped sweatshirt, spiked wristbands, leather boots.


  Like Peggy Lewin, Rudy’s latest romance had come to a less-than-spectacular conclusion. Unlike Peggy Lewin, Rudy had not been drained of all blood and flung from a speeding subway. Also unlike Peggy Lewin, Rudy harbored no sugary illusions of love. Only nasty ones.


  Which was why he had the terrible fight with Josalyn. Which was why she threw him out of her apartment. Which was why he woke up his so-called best friend Stephen in the middle of the night, threatening suicide or murder or worse. Which was why he waited, alone, for the RR train to come, while Steve the Sap was no doubt putting some coffee on the burner.


  Curiously, now that he was alone, Rudy’s mind was almost completely silent. He stared at the twins in the poster, Smilin’ Frank Perdue and this enormous fucking sheep, and cracked up. The fight was forgotten. He thought only of those two ridiculous mammals, and how to enhance their appearance.


  Rudy was applying a business suit to the sheep’s likeness when the dark train rumbled into 23rd Street with a ratlike squealing of brakes. He shrugged, beyond caring, and quickly added a pinstriped tie. “A masterpiece,” he proudly proclaimed.


  The dark train ground to a halt and glared at him with its two blank eyes. Rudy took a last drag of his cigarette and chucked it onto the tracks. He leered at the man in the driver’s seat, slipped him the finger.


  Donald Baldwin leered horribly back.


  The doors opened, and Rudy noticed that there were no lights on the train. Then a very bad rush hit him with alarming force, and he staggered back a bit, puzzled.


  It’s nothing, he told himself. It’s nothing. Let’s go.


  He moved toward the open door, and the hair started to prickle on his arms. Rudy felt himself tightening up involuntarily, but he didn’t know why. His steps grew suddenly timorous, uncertain, and then the second rush hit him like a fist to the belly.


  “Jesus!”He doubled up slightly and stopped, just staring at the blackness inside the car. What’s happening? his mind wanted to know. He hung there, frozen.


  The doors started to close. Purely by reflex, Rudy jumped forward and grabbed for the opening. The doors flew open at his touch, and he hustled inside. The doors closed. Rudy watched them, panting. He pressed his face to the glass, took a last look at the Perdue twins. Suddenly, they weren’t very funny anymore.


  Something moved behind him, and he turned.


  The dark shape stood in the middle of the aisle, winking at him with luminous eyes. “How do you do,” it whispered, and light sparkled on the long sharp teeth.


  As the dark train resumed its terrible, downward roll.


  


  BOOK 1


  


  



  The Writing on the Wall


  


  



  CHAPTER 1


  


  



  


  Light struggled gamely against the storefront window with the words MOMENTS, FROZEN embossed on its filthy surface. If Danny’d ever scrubbed the sucker, the light just might have prevailed. But New York City grit is feisty, pernicious, and only a few diffused beams clawed their way into the shop.


  Inside, Danny Young was thumbing through old movie posters, as usual. There was a little dust on Marilyn Monroe’s showgirl thigh; he brushed it lovingly away. Her angelfood face was so luscious, so tragic, that he found himself lost there for a moment, his four eyes gazing into her own.


  He pushed his wire-rimmed spectacles up on his nose, ran a hand through his quietly receding hair. He was a tall, gangly man who seemed flash-frozen in 1968: flannel shirt, Grateful Dead T-shirt beneath it, jeans that were a threadbare excuse for a thousand-odd colorful patches. His love of the fantastic, of make believe, was stamped all over his long, clownish features. He couldn’t tell you what he had for breakfast yesterday, but he could tell you every bit player’s name in the original Thief of Baghdad: a movie made before he was born.


  “Oh, Marilyn,” he moaned, bending close to her, romantic. “I would have respected your intelligence! I would have given you serious, challenging roles! I would have done anything . . .”


  She smiled tenderly, understanding.


  “. . . to have you smile at me that way in real life!” He peeked around the room, a bit guiltily, though no one else was there, then he pulled the poster toward him and gave Marilyn a large wet smack on the lips.


  And, of course, someone walked through the door.


  “Oops!” Danny cried, dropping her like a hot potato. He flipped quickly ahead to a shot of King Kong and looked up, embarrassed, at his customer.


  Only it wasn’t a customer. At least, the odds were against it. It was Stephen Parrish; and while Stephen was a regular to the shop, he rarely, if ever, bought anything. He mainly just liked to hang out and talk, obsessively, about the strange concerns of young media freaks: movies, music, comics, books, and video.


  Danny liked Stephen, even though the kid didn’t know when to stop sometimes, and his dress was a weird blend of punk and preppie that came off looking silly as a six-legged beagle. True, he’d stopped combining LaCoste shirts with spiked wristbands; but he still seemed perpetually out of place, as if he were followed through life by the caption, What’s Wrong With This Picture?


  It was sad, but Danny could forgive him. Some good ideas always got batted around, and Stephen definitely knew his trivia. Every once in a while, Danny even saw some dollars out of the bargain.


  But this morning, Stephen looked pale and haggard, not well at all, from Danny’s perspective. It’s been that way ever since he started hanging out with that graffiti asshole, the pseudo-poet with the blackeye-liner . . . what’s his name?


  “Have you seen Rudy?” Stephen asked suddenly, as if in answer.


  “Nope,” Danny replied. “But have you seen this?”


  He reached into the next rack of posters and pulled out a beautiful coup: Dwight Frye as Renfield in the original Dracula, climbing up from the ship’s hold with crazed eyes and a lunatic’s laughter.


  Ordinarily, this would have made Stephen’s eyes pop open. But Stephen just muttered, ”This doesn’t make sense,” and went right back out the door.


  “Nice seein’ ya!” Danny called after him, then shrugged and scratched his balding head. “Wonder what’s up his ass,” he mused. Probably Rudy, three times a night, came unbidden from out of the blue. It made him laugh, but it wasn’t really very funny.


  It was depressing, in fact.


  “Oh, well,” Danny sighed, turning his attention back to Renfield. “I suppose we’ll just have to ask The Master, won’t we, if we want to know why Stephen is hunting a rat.”


  Renfield’s eyes, twinkling with secret knowledge, reflected on the thick glass of Danny’s spectacles. And faintly, in the back of the shopkeeper’s mind, played that mad and discomfiting laughter . . . .


  ~*~


  Stephen Parrish moved briskly down MacDougal Street, eyes scanning the sweltering crowd. Ninety-five degrees out and stickier than a bitch in heat, but the sidewalks were still crawling with life. Tourists, students, frustrated artists and burnouts: all parading through the Village like there was nothing better to do, sweating their silly asses off.


  We’ve probably got everybody in the western world here today, Stephen thought, except Rudy.


  So where the hell is he?


  There were several conflicting tides rolling through Stephen right then. The one that had stayed up all night for nothing was tired and pissed. The one that worried throughout was worrying still. The forever-voice of Reason was recycling old, lame explanations. And other voices, which made no sense, demanded to be heard nonetheless.


  Rolling in separate directions like that, his thoughts were taking him nowhere. He crossed Bleecker Street with the traffic, saw nothing useful, and decided to just sit in the park for a while. Maybe I’ll run into him there, he thought. Or somebody who’s seen him.


  But I doubt it.


  Sweat gathered in the short dark hair around his temples, ran in rivulets down his back and sides. He kept close to the wall, in a thin band of shadow. It helped, but not much.


  There was a pizzeria on the corner. An extra large bottle of Coke, with ice cubes all over it, danced in the back of his mind. Stephen moved toward that cold vision, smiling a little. For a moment, thought gave way to more basic biology.


  Then he passed the newsstand, and the Daily News headline screamed out for his attention. He stopped dead, staring. The Coke was forgotten. And something far colder flooded him with a terrible, dawning realization.


  ~*~


  It was raining Frisbees in Washington Square Park, but Stephen didn’t notice. Even when one zipped by an inch from his ear, he remained oblivious.


  Same went for the kids who were illegally whooping it up in the dry fountain; the cops who had to chase them out, even though they were roasting themselves; the jazz trio in one corner, the guitarist whacking off his Les Paul in another; the stand-up comedian surrounded by his howling, hysterical audience; the loose joint salesmen, rip-off artists, roller-skating homosexuals in tights, and would-be intellectuals of every shape and description. Not even the promise of a thousand ripe halter tops, dancing in the sun, could pull Stephen away from the nightmare.


  He took another absent swig of his beer and read the article again.


  


  8 DIE ON TERROR TRAIN


  


  Subway Ride Through Hell


  Leaves No Motives, No Clues


  


  


  “Police today are at a loss to explain the deaths of 8 people found slaughtered on a downtown RR train this morning. Nor can they explain why the victims—five youths, a transit patrolman, the motorman, and one unidentified man who appears to have been eaten by rats—all died in such horribly different ways.


  


  “And the lone survivor—the conductor of the train, whom TA spokesman Bernard Shanks declined to identify—has been hospitalized for ‘complete psychological collapse.’ The man, who was taken from the scene of horror at 5:17 this morning, is not currently regarded as a suspect.


  


  “A police spokesman stated that ‘we are still looking for a motive in what is certainly the most bizarre, horrible tragedy in recent memory . . .’”


  


  There was more, but Stephen had already gone over it ten times in the last twenty minutes. All to no avail. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t find the black hole that appeared to have swallowed his friend.


  And yet he knew that it was there.


  “Dammit, Rudy,” he moaned, low in his throat. “Where are you? What happened?” He felt dizzy and weak, and he wanted to cry; but the tears, like the answer, refused to come. He was no closer to the answer than he’d been at 5:00 this morning, when the coffee was just beginning to grow cold.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  


  



  


  Joseph Hunter was hunched up behind the wheel of his delivery van, his muscular frame fighting for air space in the cramped cab, just waiting for the light to change. Midtown traffic being what it was, he’d been stuck on the same block of 38th Street for the last ten minutes. Fucking gridlock, he thought to himself. If I don’t get out of here soon, I’m gonna drive right over somebody’s car.


  There were a lot of cars blasting by on Fifth Avenue. Joseph watched them wearily, trying to guess which one would be blocking the intersection when the light changed. “Who will die?” he asked them, indifferent. A black Volvo’s brakes squealed with terror.


  His beeper went off.


  “Oh, God damn!” he growled, reaching down quickly to silence it. He hated the thing, its insipid meep meep meeping sound. Like the alarm clock, the telephone, the school bells of his youth: it was the shrill, insistently whining voice of civilization itself. He hated the way that it dug into his side, clinging to his belt like a blood-bloated parasite, nagging like the world’s tiniest Jewish mother.


  Most of all, he hated the fact that his livelihood depended on it.


  Joseph shut the beeper up with a slap of his hand, unclipped it from his belt, tossed it contemptuously onto the dashboard. He was just reaching for his Winstons when he heard the scream.


  He glanced immediately at the rearview mirror. When she screamed again . . . it was a woman . . . he pinpointed her: pretty, fashionable, middle-aged, waving her arms and running up the sidewalk toward him. She screamed again.


  Joseph whirled around, trying to figure out what was going on. Then he saw the skinny black dude flying through the crowd, clutching something that might have been a football to his chest. Except it wasn’t.


  It was the woman’s purse. And she’d never be able to catch him, no matter how loud she screamed.


  “Son of a bitch,” Joseph mumbled under his breath. He threw the van in park and jumped out, the door slamming shut behind him.


  All the way to the curb, he couldn’t stop thinking about his poor crippled mother and the punks that messed her up. He couldn’t stop thinking about how much he hated New York, the human garbage that infested its streets. His mind was moving rapidly . . . much more rapidly than his feet. He pushed himself to go faster.


  Out in front of the neighborhood deli that bore his name, an old man named Myron was busily sweeping the walk. He refused to look up at the source of the screams. He kept his eyes on the pavement, the end of his broom, and the never-ending filth and debris at his feet, cursing quietly in Yiddish. He was, like most people, afraid.


  That was why he didn’t see the enormous form of Joseph Hunter barreling out of the street. He didn’t see the wild-haired giant bearing down on him like a nightmare Paul Bunyan, eyes flaming, beard bristling. Not until the broom was snatched from his hand did he look up; and then there was nothing to do but watch.


  “Excuse me,” Joseph said. The wormy little purse snatcher was almost upon him. He reared back with the broom, settled into a Reggie Jackson stance, and waited three seconds.


  “Now,” he whispered; and when the guy was even with him, Joseph broke the broom handle squarely across his forehead.


  Everything went flying at once. The purse did a triple somersault and landed flat on its side with a mute wump. Its snatcher went over backwards, feet whipping out from under him, a little louder but no less dead to the world when he hit. The severed end of the broom spun crazily over the backed-up traffic and pinged off the roof of a parked car on the other side of the street.


  Myron’s arms were beginning to flail when the woman rushed past him. He stepped back to avoid a collision, and the next moment found him holding what was left of his broom.


  “Thanks,” Joseph muttered, and turned away.


  The woman had retrieved her pocketbook. It was clutched to her bosom like a baby as she pushed past the little storekeeper again and started kicking her would-be assailant. “Take that, you lousy prick!” she shrieked, nailing him low in the belly with the point of one expensive Italian high-heeled boot.


  “Jeezis, lady!” yelled some guy from the crowd, grabbing her from behind and holding her back with some difficulty. “He’s already unconscious, fercrissake! You wanna kill him or something?”


  “You’re goddamn right I do!” she bellowed, and a small crowd began to applaud. The woman flailed out with her right foot, but the guy had dragged her out of range. “Let me go!” she screamed, and caught him in the shin with her heel. He yipped like a puppy with a stepped-on tail and obliged her. The crowd went nuts.


  Myron was speechless. The dead broom was still clutched in his hand. He let it drop and peered, birdlike, into the sea of faces. Looking for the mountain man.


  But Joseph was already climbing back into his van. The light had just turned green, but nobody else had tuned into that yet. He slammed the door shut behind him, slammed into gear, and slammed his foot down on the accelerator.


  Luckily, no one was in his way.


  “Lucky for you,” he growled at no one in particular. A pedestrian thought about crossing in front of him, thought better of it, and jumped back quickly. Joseph ignored the outstretched finger and rumbled past.


  It wasn’t until he’d cleared the intersection and gone halfway to Madison Avenue that Joseph Hunter allowed himself the slightest trace of a cunning grin. It disappeared as quickly as it came.


  ~*~


  “So you flattened him, huh?” There were a few drops of ale on Ian Macklay’s blond mustache. He brushed them away with long, delicate fingers and grinned ferociously at his friend.


  “Uh-huh.” Joseph shrugged, as if it were nothing, but the tiny smile on his face betrayed him.


  “Well, good!” Ian brushed the long blond hair back from his thin, intense features. He drained his mug, pounded it against the table for emphasis, and cleared his mustache again, blue eyes twinkling mischievously. “All the little predators should be so lucky! WHAP!” He pantomimed a mighty swing. “Sons of bitches might think again before . . .” He paused a moment, puzzlement in his eyes. “On the other hand, he might never think again at all. Joe, you didn’t kill him, did you? Knock his brain out of its socket, or anything?”


  “If he had a brain,” Joseph said, ”I might’ve.”


  “Well, fuck him, then. Bash his head in!” Ian laughed and reached for the pitcher, emptied it into their mugs, and raised his for a toast. “To streets that are free of monsters and maggots!” he cried. They drank to it.


  But when the empty vessels came down, their eyes were sober and serious. For a moment, the sounds of the bar took over. They listened like men in a dream.


  There was an argument brewing at the barstools by the door. Some guy with a buzz cut and leather biker jacket had just spilled his Budweiser all over some other guy’s pants, and now everyone else was starting to take up sides. Joseph and Ian watched the bartender reach for something under the counter, and Ian said, ”It’s time to go.”


  “Where?”


  “Under the table.”


  “Bullshit. I’m still thirsty.”


  “If it gets too hairy in here, you’re gonna hafta tuck me under your arm and run.”


  “Bullshit. If it gets too hairy to drink in here, you and I will just have to kill ’em all. Order up another pitcher, all right?”


  “Right.” Ian rolled his eyes and laughed, a little desperately. He was not a very large man—a full foot shorter than Joseph’s 6’3” stature— but what he lacked in size, he made up for with audacity. “HEY, WAITRESS!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “WE NEED ANOTHER PITCHER OF BASS ALE HERE!”


  All eyes turned to the little guy with the big mouth and his even bigger buddy. The argument stopped dead for a second, distracted. Their waitress, a tall, vampish girl with long black hair, nodded quickly and hurried out of the firing line.


  When the stares had lasted just a little too long, Ian smiled and waved impishly. People went back to their own business; New Yorkers are notoriously good at that. Ian didn’t fail to point that out with amusement.


  “Yeah,” Joseph grumbled. “Like today. If I hadn’t stopped that guy, everybody woulda just let him go. Nobody wants to put their ass on the line for anything, you know? That’s why this is such a sick city.”


  “That’s why they had you shipped in here at an early age. They knew you’d grow up to be Batman.” Ian winked and leered. Joseph groaned and muttered some expletives. The waitress came back with a full pitcher.


  “This one’s on me,” Ian informed them, digging into his pocket and whipping out a ten-spot. Joseph started to protest. Ian pshawed him. “I don’t want to alarm you,” he added to the waitress, ”but this man is secretly The Defender: an amazing new superhero.”


  Joseph buried his face in his folded arms. The waitress pretended to be amused, gave Ian his change, and headed for a nice safe corner. Ian socked his friend lightly in the shoulder and said, ”Drink up, champ. There’s crime to fight.”


  “Aw, cut me a break . . .”


  “No, seriously! I’ll be your teenage sidekick, Butch Sampson. We’ll strike terror into the hearts of . . .”


  “Can it, Ian! You’re makin’ me feel like an idiot. Cut it out.”


  Ian shut up, and silence reigned. After a moment, he gingerly refilled their mugs. Joseph stared at the table, stony-faced. Ian sighed deeply, lit a cigarette, and said, ”I’m sorry. It’s not funny. I know.”


  And it wasn’t, because Joseph was retreating back into his mind now, and it was not a happy place. Ian could only watch his main man slip away, guess at the scenarios playing out behind those eyes. His mother’s vicious beating? His own helplessness, when he found out? The helplessness of living, trapped, with her twisted and broken remains? Or was he back in his van, reliving the frustration, flooded by the knowledge that he and he alone would act?


  Suddenly, Joseph looked up. His eyes were red-rimmed and weary as they focused on Ian’s. “I just want out,” he said, and the pain in his voice was contagious. “I just want out of this cesspool. Back to the hills or something. I dunno. Just . . .


  “Anywhere a man can breathe, damn it! Clean air!” Without even thinking about it, he lit a cigarette. Ian was politely silent. “Where you aren’t stepping in someone’s piss every time you turn around! Where people don’t eat each other for lunch and then go back to the office, you know?”


  “Yeah, man. I know.” To the best of Ian’s knowledge, that was the longest speech Joseph ever made. He was not about to break the flow.


  “I just gotta get out. I can’t take it anymore.” He took a long cold swig of his ale, wiped his mustache. “And I can’t be knockin’ people over the head all the time, either. I don’t wanna be anybody’s goddamn superhero. I just . . .”


  “Want out.”


  Joseph nodded, eyes averted. Ian wasn’t about to ask well, why don’t you just go? He knew the answer to that one, alrightee.


  And it went, very nicely, without saying.


  ~*~


  On the subway home . . .


  Joseph Hunter, alone in a hot, grimy car with twenty other people who were also alone. No major problems: no threats, no delays, no multiple slayings. Just too much time to think, as they rolled over the bridge into Brooklyn.


  On the street . . .


  Joseph Hunter, scowling against the ruin. Teenagers, hawking bad drugs and blow jobs, dotting the sidewalk like garbage bags in groups of three to five. Grandmothers, huddled behind shuttered windows. The twinkle of cabs and taverns. The occasional glint of steel.


  Joseph Hunter. Leviathan strides against the wasteland. Angry. Alone. Pausing in a battered, poorly lit doorway. Withdrawing his key. Engaging the lock.


  In the stairwell . . .


  Alone. Mounting the stairs, dragging his weight through the blue light of fading fluorescent bulbs. Hand sliding on the rail. Eyes smoldering. Joseph Hunter, coming to a stop in front of his apartment. And waiting.


  At the door . . .


  Thinking. Too much. Saying I don’t want to go in there. Knowing I have nowhere else to go. Hanging in the space between shadow and darkness. Thinking, but knowing. Reaching slowly, once again, for his keys.


  Inside . . .


  Darkness, almost total. A thin wedge of light, on the wall in the hallway. Across from the bedroom. Its door, open a crack.


  She’s asleep, he thought. He hoped. Moving quietly inward. Sidestepping the coffee table. Closing in on the television set. Flipping it on, with no volume.


  Floorboards creaking, as he moved toward the refrigerator. Shushing himself with a whisper. Opening the door. Brightly lit, for a moment. Withdrawing a can of Bud and popping it open.


  From the bedroom, a moan.


  Damn. Eyes clenched. Refrigerator door, swinging shut. Back to darkness.


  Another moan. Louder.


  A semi-articulated sound. Movement: a shifting on sheets, the old bed groaning.


  A semi-articulated sound.


  “Joey?” Her voice, as he’d heard it all his life. Until the beating. “Joey?” Her voice, ringing in his ears.


  A semi-articulated sound. Her voice, the voice of memory, receding. Receding, as the sound in the room took over. A sound that few would recognize, saying something that only he could understand.


  Calling his name.


  “Joey?” A semi-articulated sound.


  Then she began to cry.


  Damn. Moving quietly toward the coffee table. Taking a long pull before setting the beer down. Moving toward the light.


  The darkness, vibrating, as he moved. Too much beer. Thinking to himself, as he moved.


  Crying, ahead. Not enough, he thought. Longing for the beer on the table behind him. As he moved.


  In the doorway . . .


  Joseph Hunter. In the thin beam of light. Hesitating, once again. Listening. Fighting the impulse to run, to leave her, to find some kind of freedom from the burden and the pain of it. Shuddering. And stepping forward.


  Into the room.


  In the bed . . .


  She lay. Shivering, under her pile of blankets. Scrawny, pale, prominently veined and horrible: a shadow of herself, stark as a solitary detail in the light from the bedroom lamp. Fear in the eyes: modulating, as recognition struck, into a kind of relief.


  Not an enemy, he could almost hear her think as she closed her eyes. My son, as she rolled over, sighing as a full human might. Not one of them. Then still. Very still.


  In the doorway . . .


  Joseph Hunter. Not moving. Barely breathing. Knowing what he knew, full well. And unable to touch her. Unable to comfort her. Unable to find it in him.


  Standing. Watching. Waiting.


  Until she was asleep. Lingering, even then, until he was sure that she would stay that way.


  Wishing she would stay that way forever.


  And then moving back into the darkness.


  Alone.


  


  CHAPTER 3


  


  



  


  Upstairs, a phone was ringing. Josalyn Horne paused in the front doorway and winced; there was no doubt in her mind that it was hers. There was also little doubt as to who it was. “Oh, no,” she muttered, slamming the door and starting to run up the stairs.


  An automatic response. Less than ten steps of the way up, she stopped, catching her reflection in the stairwell window: an attractive young woman, with fashionably short dark hair and finely chiseled features, looking more distraught than she liked to or deserved.


  Josalyn smiled ruefully, her eyes flicking upward toward the sound. “Drop dead,” she said, taking a moment to readjust the weight of her backpack. Then she started back up again, taking her good old time about it.


  The phone continued to ring. She tried to ignore it. She tried to think about the desk she’d be sitting in front of for the next five hours or so. She tried to concentrate . . . absurdly, as she’d be the first to admit . . . on how tired her legs were as they hauled her up the stairs at a deliberate snail’s pace.


  The phone continued to ring. She gritted her teeth against the sound. It rang again. She got to the second floor landing and stopped, leaning against the rail and wiping moisture from her forehead. I’m not going to hurry, she told herself sternly. I’m not going to . . .


  The phone rang again. She let out a little scream and rushed to the second flight of stairs, rounding the corner and climbing again. The phone continued to ring, louder and louder as she got closer and closer to the apartment door, fumbling with her keys and cursing under her breath.


  Josalyn tripped on the last step and almost fell flat on her face. Her keys dropped to the floor. She picked them up angrily and hastened to the door, unlocking it in one swift motion and throwing it open.


  The phone rang again, unquestionably hers now. She threw on the lights and made for the kitchen. Her white cat, Nigel, gave her one wide-eyed glance from his place in the middle of the floor and skedaddled. She nearly tripped over him, yelled, ”Oh, Nigel!” and reached for the receiver . . .


  Just as it cut, in mid-ring, to silence.


  “Sonofabitch!” she hollered, lifting the receiver and putting it to her ear. A dial tone. She slammed the receiver back down and leaned against the refrigerator, fighting back tears.


  Nigel watched her for a moment in silence, then made his way cautiously over to her feet. He rubbed himself against one nylon-stockinged ankle, a calculated gesture of friendliness. She didn’t nudge him away. He took this as a good sign, repeated the performance; then, glancing quickly up her skirt, he turned for another pass and quietly mewled.


  “Oh, Nigel,” she cooed, gently dropping to her knees beside him. He purred, a sound like a tiny fur-covered outboard motor. She scooped him up and held him to her breasts, softly squeezing. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. I’m just not in a very good mood.”


  Nigel struggled a little, looked her in the eyes, and mewled again. She understood. “Hypocrite,” she said, setting him down and then standing with a tired, motherly grin. “You just want something to eat, don’cha?” He meowed, loudly this time, and circled her feet as she moved to the cupboard.


  Josalyn withdrew a can of 9 Lives Western Menu from the shelf, set it down on the counter, and started rooting in a drawer for the can opener. “This is going to be tremendously exciting,” she informed him. He meowed in agreement. She laughed, feeling better already. “John Wayne used to eat this stuff by the case.”


  Nigel reacted indifferently to this piece of information. It occurred to her that he didn’t know John Wayne from a hole in the wall, and that, in essence, she was just talking to herself. She shrugged, equally indifferent, and continued to dig until she found the opener, while Nigel meowed ever more loudly and began to pace at her feet.


  “You’re all alike, you know it? Men are all alike. I don’t care what species they are.” Nigel, unfazed, continued to whine. “See? It’s just ‘gimme gimme gimme.’ You don’t care about my needs. You don’t care about my problems. All you want to do is to sleep with me and eat my food.”


  The can came open. Josalyn wrinkled her nose, but Nigel seemed to find it quite stimulating. “Mmmmmm, boy,” she said, trying to conceal her distaste. He started to go wild on the floor; this time she did knock him aside with one foot. “Hold your horses, asshole. Don’t get so uppity. When was the last time you made me dinner?”


  She smiled, slightly; it faded. This whole happy encounter had been, she knew, just a diversion. In the end, it had brought her right back to where she started: with the phone, and the man on the other end.


  No, scratch that, she amended. Make that the child on the other end. She smiled again, ruefully. Just then, Nigel reasserted himself at her feet. “Oh, yeah,” she mumbled, absently picking up the cat bowl from the floor, filling it up with Western Menu, and putting it back down again. The cat let out one last meow of anticipation and set upon the food in earnest.


  Josalyn watched him chow down, his back to her, as if to say you’re dismissed. It reminded her of the look on Rudy’s face after one of his selfish sexual performances. After a half-hearted premature ejaculation (his standard offering), he would slide out from between her legs and roll away from her; in that moment, she would catch a glimpse of his eyes . . . just a flash, before he pulled away.


  Only on their last occasion in bed had she figured out what his eyes were saying.


  They were saying I got mine, bitch. Get out of my face.


  It made her furious, just thinking about it. Furious with Rudy, but that was the least of it. Mostly, she was furious with herself for ever having let that soft-headed, brainless prick through the door in the first place.


  She turned to stare at the phone, practically daring it to ring. It hung there: silent, white, innocent as a baby’s first tooth. She shook her head, tried to clear it. When that didn’t work, she moved to the living room and stood foggily in front of the stereo.


  Dan Fogelberg was gathering dust on the turntable. She’d put him on last night, after the big to-do with Rudy. It harkened back to happier days . . . less complicated ones, anyway . . . and helped her to get the tears out of her system.


  She slapped him on again, cueing the needle by hand. She was not very good at it . . . it always made her nervous . . . and the involuntary shaking of her hands didn’t help.


  When the phone rang, she almost ripped the tone arm from its socket.


  “DAMN IT!” she screamed. The needle dropped to the middle of the first song. She went to fix it, trembled in a mad sort of paralysis, and then just let it go. The phone rang again. A cacophony of voices howled through her brain like a tornado, and she wrestled with them. The phone rang again. And again. And again.


  Finally, when she could stand it no longer, she moved back to the kitchen and brought the receiver to her ear.


  “Hello?” she said, painfully aware of the weakness in her voice. It misrepresented her position. It didn’t belong. It made her angrier still.


  “Josalyn?” She jumped at the sound; it was not the voice she expected to hear. “I don’t believe it! Do you know that I’ve been calling all day?”


  “Uh . . .” she droned, mentally off-balance. “Who is this?”


  “It’s Stephen!”


  “Oh.” Her thoughts snapped back into place with a nearly audible click. “Hi,” she said, thinking so this is how you try to get back into Josalyn’s good graces. So we’re still in kindergarten, after all. You bastard.


  “Hi,” Stephen said. “Uh . . . listen. Is Rudy there?”


  What? she thought. It took her a second to answer. “No,” she said finally, ”he isn’t, and . . .”


  “Well, have you seen him? Talked to him? Anything?” There was something desperate in his voice. Josalyn wondered briefly what Rudy had told him, what kind of story he got, and the anger flared up like a Roman candle inside her.


  “Listen,” she said. “Rudy is a very bad subject for me right now. I don’t want to talk about him. I don’t want to think about him. If I never see or hear him again, I’ll still have seen and heard too much. Now, if you don’t mind . . .”


  “But you don’t understand!” Stephen cried, his voice stripped of veneer. “Rudy has disappeared! I can’t find him anywhere!” And then, seeming to realize that he’d begun to sound melodramatic, ”I think that . . . something might have happened to him.”


  “Stephen, you don’t understand.” Her voice was cold; she felt it was a definite improvement. “I don’t care what happens to Rudy. Rudy can jump off the nearest bridge, as far as I’m concerned. He’s a pig, and I hate him, and that’s all there is to it. If you want to find him so badly, you can call almost any other number in New York and have a better chance of it. Because he’s not going to be here. Never again. Do you understand me now?”


  “Josalyn . . .”


  “What?” He seemed to be on the brink of tears. She tried not to let it bother her.


  “Josalyn . . . did you hear about the murders last night?”


  “What murders?”


  “On the subway. On the downtown RR train, to be specific: about 3:30 or 4:00 in the morning. Eight people were killed. Horribly. Are you interested now?”


  “Not really,” she said, but a little something in her voice betrayed her. “It’s the train he would have taken. I know it is. He was on his way to my apartment. He called me from the station . . .”


  “What did he tell you?”


  “Well . . .” Stephen hesitated for a moment. “Just that there was a big fight, and that . . .”


  “That I was a cunt, right?” Josalyn could no longer contain her fury. “Surely he couldn’t have left out the undeniable fact that I’m a cheap, stupid, naive little farm-girl cunt who thinks that her shit smells like roses! His words, Stephen! Do you see why I don’t want to talk about it?”


  “But . . .”


  “If Rudy was on a train where eight people were killed, then I’m sorry, but I think he’s probably the one who did it. Why don’t you just call the police?”


  “What?”


  “He’s the only person I know who’s nasty and vicious enough to do anything like that. What were they: Grandmothers? Babies? That sounds just about his style.”


  “Josalyn!” Stephen sounded furious now, as well. That makes two of us, Josalyn thought with a grim kind of satisfaction. “Do you know anything about this story?”


  “No, and I . . .”


  “One of the people was eaten alive by rats!” Stephen yelled, and it came through the receiver with such force that Josalyn shuddered despite herself. “Do you think that Rudy could possibly have done that?”


  “It wouldn’t surprise me,” she said, trying to sound cooler than she felt. “To be perfectly honest with you . . . and no offense, Stephen . . . they’re the only kinds of friends he deserves.”


  “I don’t believe this!” Stephen was screaming. “Rudy could be dead, and you don’t even care!”


  “That’s right. I don’t.” Come to think of it, she actually felt as cold as she sounded. She felt nothing at all.


  “You’re every bit as big a bitch as Rudy said you were!”


  “If you’re stupid enough to believe that, Stephen, you’re stupid enough to believe anything. How about this one? Rudy is Jesus. Rudy walks on water. Rudy . . .”


  “I don’t believe this!” Stephen yelled for the last time. There was a loud click, followed by silence. Blessed silence. Josalyn felt like spitting on the receiver, decided it was pointless, and hung up with a hand that shuddered in deliberate spite of herself.


  “Jesus Christ,” she thought out loud. It was so absurd: even if it were true, the timing was unbelievably, riotously funny.


  It’s like Glen, she thought suddenly. The thought sobered her, and her mind drifted back to her tenth grade year. She had been going with this guy named Glen Burne . . . another self-styled poet, of course . . . and finally just decided that she didn’t want to see him any more. He was a nice enough guy; it wasn’t a matter of bastardliness, like Rudy; there weren’t any fights, any bitter points of contention, or anything of the sort.


  But he burned like Rudy. The memory made her shiver, as though she were standing over Glen’s open grave again, a chill wind blowing in her face. He was so sad, so strange, so obsessed with darkness. He took the whole weight of the world on his shoulders and let it crush him into the ground, a little deeper with every step.


  She hadn’t been able to take the constant depression. That’s what it had come down to, finally. She’d had a lot of optimism in those days, a lot of faith, and she didn’t like the way he walked all over it without even trying. He was the kind of guy who couldn’t pass a flower in the field without dragging out the tortured metaphors: it would remind him of innocence lost, martyrs on crosses, butchered babies stacked through the war-torn ages. He would say it all offhandedly, as if those were the things you were supposed to be thinking every time you saw a fucking flower in a field.


  It had finally become too much for Josalyn, and she had resolved to break off with Glen . . . gently, of course . . . on the very next day.


  That was on April 26th, 1978. She remembered the night distinctly. That was the night that, at roughly the same time she arrived at her decision, Glen Burne quietly went up to his room and hung himself from the rafters, a seventeen-page suicide poem set neatly on his desk, immaculately printed on his mother’s flowered stationery . . .


  Josalyn pulled herself out of her thoughts forcefully, returning to her kitchen in the present. Suddenly, the room seemed too stark, too white, as though she were having an acid flashback in a Stanley Kubrick film. She leaned against the counter dizzily, and a low, husky moan escaped her.


  It’s been so long, she flashed. So long since I’ve thought about him. His face lingered on the big screen behind her eyes, larger than life and stronger than the grave. It smiled at her, full of woe, and turned to stare off into space. She shook her head to clear it, and Glen’s face disappeared . . .


  . . . and suddenly it was Rudy’s face that she saw, his typical arrogant sneer plastered across it like the pancake makeup he used to make himself more ghastly white than even God, or whatever, had intended him to be. Rudy, with his cold eyes as black as the tips of his Magic Markers, mocking the world with every glance.


  And in that moment, she knew that Stephen was right.


  “Oh, shit!” she whined, slamming her fists down on the counter. “Why, God? Why does this always have to happen to me?” Once again, the anger overwhelmed the sorrow. “It’s not fair!” she yelled, not thinking about her two dead poets, though their faces ran together in her mind to form one perfect, grinning skull.


  She was thinking about what a phenomenal guilt tripper God is, pointing his fat little finger, bringing sweat to palms that in no way deserved it. Was it her fault that Glen was too weak and self-absorbed to survive? Was it her fault that Rudy was too much of a bastard to put up with for one minute more? Was it her fault that they’d gone and purchased such nasty fates for themselves?


  NO, God damn it! NO! her thoughts screamed, almost audibly. Her eyes snapped shut, squeezing out hot tears that she was barely aware of, she was so royally pissed.


  Without thinking, she reached a trembling hand into the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of Vola Bola Cella. She’d been saving it for a special occasion, and by God, this had to be it. After all, it wasn’t every day that your lousy ex-lover got eaten alive by rats, or whatever the hell happened to him. She let the door slide shut behind her absently, not even bothering with a glass, just popping the sucker open and taking a long, cold pull off of it.


  The wine was sweet, strong. It went straight to her head like a helium balloon. She teetered slightly on her feet, steadied herself with effort, took another hefty swig, and waited for the second rush to tear through her system.


  When it subsided, she felt much better. The shaking had quieted: the voices and pictures had backed off; the kitchen looked normal again. She smiled wanly at nothing in particular and moved back to the living room, where ol’ Dan Fogelberg might as well have been back in his record jacket, for all she’d heard of him.


  “Oh, damn,” she said, shrugging. She took another hit, set the bottle down, and cued up the album again. This time, with a couple of belts in her, it was no problem. She giggled a little, mostly at how high she had suddenly become, and sauntered casually over to her desk.


  Before her, the various facets of her project were arrayed in consummate order. To the left of the typewriter, the first nine pages of her thesis were facedown and neatly stacked; half of page ten was jutting out of the typewriter, awaiting completion; to the right sat an index-card file with more than a hundred entries, all clearly and sequentially catalogued. Next to that was the filing cabinet that held the lamp, the ashtray, the box of heavy white bond paper, and a host of reference books (philosophical tracts, Webster’s New Universal Dictionary, the current Writer’s Market, etc.). And on the bulletin board above the desk, an outline of the thesis and the book that should result from it . . . plus a check list of the myriad essays and articles that she planned to spin off from there, slanted toward everything from New Age magazine to Psychology Today.


  Josalyn Horne was nothing if not methodical in her work; and though she was possessed suddenly with the devilish urge to just tear it all up and scatter it around the room like confetti, she knew that the next five hours would find her poring over it, refining it, and whipping it into shape, as methodical and orderly as ever.


  “If I’m not too ripped,” she qualified aloud, then laughed and amended it: “I damn well better not be.” Still, she moved to retrieve the bottle from its place beside the stereo before sitting down at the desk, taking just a sip this time, and turning to the opening page of her manuscript.


  NIHILISM, PUNK, AND THE DEATH OF THE FUTURE read the bold print at the center of the page. Catchy title, she kidded herself, and then lapsed into absolute seriousness. She stared at the title for almost a minute before taking another long pull from the bottle and lighting her first cigarette of the session.


  This is the payoff, she told herself silently. My meal ticket. My baby. My rite of passage.


  If I pull it off, I won’t have to worry about needing a good man . . . assuming, of course, that there is such a thing . . . to take care of me. Because I’ll be taking care of myself.


  And if I ever actually do find a good man, she added, I’ll be able to do it on my own terms. Or at least be able to negotiate the terms. And, God, what a precious, rare commodity that is.


  She raised the bottle in a one-way toast, glass clinking against thin Manhattan air, and took another short swig. Then she set it down, resolutely this time, and tried to focus on the words poised awkwardly in mid-sentence, halfway down the length of page ten.


  After a while, she began to write. And kept it up, doggedly, for the specified five hours, before shutting off the old Smith-Corona and cashing in her chips for the night.


  That night, she did not dream.


  


  CHAPTER 4


  


  



  


  In the tunnels . . .


  The old Number 6 train rumbled away from the light of Union Square Station, dragging itself painfully into the darkness uptown. The usual number of passengers were on board, doing their midnight ride; atrocity tends to attract as many people as it scares away. Much to the disappointment of morbid thrill-seekers, nothing spectacular was going to happen to them. They would get where they were going, and that would be that.


  A few of the more astute commuters would notice the abandoned station, smothered in darkness, that hung to either side of them as they rolled down the tracks between. If they were quick, or particularly observant, they’d notice the signs on the walls: EIGHTEENTH STREET, bold lettered in white against the long black rectangles. They’d notice the debris on the platforms, the general state of disrepair, the fact that nobody’s made a habit of getting on or off there for a long, long time.


  They wouldn’t notice the figure that lay sprawled in the corner of the uptown platform, surrounded by rusting trash receptacles. They wouldn’t see it writhing in the grip of a nightmare, twitching like a man on a gas chamber floor. They wouldn’t see the rats that were gathered around it, caught between hunger and an almost religious awe.


  They wouldn’t know that it dreamed.


  ~*~


  Meanwhile, halfway across the Atlantic, something awakened in the cargo hold of a freighter bound for Europe. It smiled like an old man who’d just proved once again that his bowels still worked. It stretched. It sighed.


  It climbed out of its coffin.


  To its ears, the sound of the ocean was a beautiful thing. Such power. Such mystery. Such agelessness. It felt a kinship with those pounding waves; its life, too, was moved by the moon into patterns of endless recurrence.


  The thing in the cargo hold scanned its surroundings with grinning, luminous red eyes. It estimated that there might be 80 to 120 people on board. They should last the voyage.


  Although it expected to be very hungry tonight. Traveling did wear on one so.


  And after all, it thought, anyone who’s lived 800 years is entitled to a little excess.


  


  CHAPTER 5


  


  



  


  “Your Kind Of Messengers, Inc. Can I help you?” The phones were ringing off the hook, and the sweetness in Allan Vasey’s voice was almost purely a matter of routine. Had to be nice to the customers, man. At all costs. You had to keep them happy. In fact, just this morning, he’d pinned a bogus memo up over the dispatch desk: it said BE POLITE, OR WE’LL KILL YOU. Signed, The Management. At least two of the people who came into the office weren’t sure that it was a joke.


  “Jesus Christ, I never seen such a rush!” Tony yelled from the chief dispatcher’s seat. He seemed upset; but Allan knew that Tony wouldn’t have been happier if you laid two lines of coke out for him and gave him a fifty-dollar raise. It had been a miserable, slow summer for the business, and any action was good action when you’d been staring at a dead switchboard for nearly a month.


  Your Kind Of Messengers, Inc., occupied a renovated storefront on Spring Street, in SoHo. Despite its barebones economy, it was a fairly cheery place: large bay windows for the sun to shine through, plants on the ledge, good people working both the phones and the streets. The dispatch phones sat in a line on the western wall, directly opposite the messenger checkout counter, with the customer-line desk between.


  Chester and Jerome were bogged down with calls from clients: law firms, p.r. (PR???) firms, publishers, fashion designers, art galleries, advertising agencies. It seemed like every client on the books had been waiting all summer for this morning; the sudden volume was staggering. Allan had no choice but to assist them, leaving poor old Tony to dispatch it all.


  The only messenger in the office was a new guy. He stood at about 5’9” in his roller skates, wore a light tan jumpsuit that contrasted sharply with his black messenger bag. He eagerly watched the runs pouring in, waited for his share of the pie. Your Kind Of Messengers worked on a commission basis: the more you worked, the more you made. He was ready for some money.


  Allan hung up the phone and absently massaged his brow. A headache was coming; he could feel it building up behind his deep-set brown eyes. He let his hand slide down his face, tug briefly at his neatly trimmed and mahogany beard. He glanced at the economy-sized bottle of Tylenol next to the phone, decided against it for the moment, then snatched up a pair of tickets from the desk and handed them to the roller-skating messenger.


  “Here’s two for you, Doug,” he said. The messenger smiled appreciatively. “Not too bad for your second day, huh?”


  “It’s great,” Doug replied, taking the runs and copying the information onto the sheet of paper in his battered clipboard’s grip. “Love it.”


  Allan turned back to his phone. The customer lines had mercifully stopped ringing, for the time being; only the messenger lines were lit, seven flashing buttons on hold. Seven guys, calling in from all over the city, waiting for something to do.


  He picked up the receiver and punched in the first button. “Your Kind. Who?” he said.


  “This is Vince,” answered the little voice over the phone. “Listen . . .”


  “Where are you, Vince?”


  “Uh . . . Grand Central.” Vince sounded impatient. “Listen, don’t you guys have any work? I mean, I’m gettin’ tired of being told to . . .”


  “Hold on, Vince,” Allan said, pushing the hold button. If there was one thing he didn’t need, it was idiots like that to contend with. Vince’s light blinked cheerily, like a Christmas tree bulb. Allan punched in the next line.


  “Your Kind. Who?”


  “Hunter, up at Columbus Circle.”


  “Hey, boss! How ya doin’?”


  “Alright.” Even on the phone, Joseph Hunter was a man of few words . . . most of them surly. “Let me talk to Chester.”


  “You got it, champ.” Allan put him on hold, called across the room. “Hey, Chester! Hunter on seven-oh!”


  “Wait ’til I finish with this jerk,” Chester called back, holding the phone away from his mouth. Then he turned back around and said, ”Vince, you always got an excuse for everything. You know that? Always got a fuckin’ excuse.”


  Allan couldn’t hear the response, but he knew that Vince must be laying it on heavy. Chester’s broad shoulders were slumped in resignation, his head shaking back and forth slowly, eyes rolling in the dark face. He flashed a pained glance at Allan. Allan nodded and mouthed the words I know, man. Chester straightened in his chair and cleared his throat.


  “Hey, man. I don’t wanna hear that!” Chester cried, exasperated. “I wanna know why it took you two hours to get from Manhattan Harbor to 57th Street, you know? I mean, did you get out of the van and just push it up the street yourself?”


  You could hear Vince from across the room.


  “That’s bullshit, bro’,” Chester intoned. “That’s bull . . . no, man, I don’t have anything on my desk . . . I . . . listen, pad’nuh. If I did have anything, I wouldn’t give it to you. You are the slowest motherfucker I ever seen!” Jerome got off the phone, looked at Chester, looked at Allan, and started to laugh. “Now . . . hey. No, man! Now you just drop by the office with your manifest. I wanna make sure that people been signin’ for this shit, you ain’t just been dumpin’ it in the river or somethin’.”


  “Hunter on seven-oh,” Allan reminded him gently. Chester nodded and squared his shoulders.


  “Come into the office, Vince . . . no. Come. In. To. The. Office. Vince. That’s all . . . no . . . goodbye, Vince . . . goodbye, Vince!” He slammed down the phone and turned wearily to his compatriots.


  “Man, if there’s one thing I don’t need,” he moaned, ”it’s Vince.”


  “Vince is the worst,” Tony contributed, turning from the phone for a moment. “A real scumbag.”


  “You know what he said?” Chester exclaimed, throwing his hands up in the air. “He said they had him carrying coffins! I mean, what the hell does that have to do with anything? Why did it take you two hours to get halfway across town? Two hours! Can you believe that?”


  “Hunter on seven-oh,” Allan said for the last time.


  “Soon as I get another driver, Vince is gone,” Chester concluded, insistent. “That boy is O-U-T.” Then he picked up the phone again and punched Joseph’s button. “Hunter?” he said. “Hey, babe. You don’t know how good it is to talk to somebody sane . . .”


  “That’s what you think,” said a voice from the doorway. Allan turned and saw Ian walking into the dispatch room. Ten o’clock in the morning, and Ian was already dripping with sweat, pasting the long hair to his head and staining the blue work shirt in innumerable places. His messenger bag dangled at his side from the shoulder strap; his clipboard was already in hand. “Hey, who’s the spaceman?” he jibed, glancing at Doug.


  “Hey, Ian! How’s it goin’, boss?” Allan called, flashing a toothy grin. Then he addressed the question. “That’s Doug Hasken, ace skating messenger.”


  “Pleased ta meetcha,” Ian said, grinning. “Are you for real?”


  “You bet,” said Doug.


  “What happened to your clipboard? Looks like it got fired out of a cannon.”


  “I use it to direct traffic,” Doug quipped, emphasizing this with a swinging motion. “Cabs, especially.”


  “Him, I like,” Ian said, turning to Allan. He flashed a wildass grin and continued. “Hey, I just thought I’d drop by, since I was in the neighborhood and my beeper went off.”


  “You ready to do some work, buddy?” Tony asked, holding up a handful of tickets. Ian’s eyes widened, and he nodded in mute astonishment. “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven runs for you, buddy. I’ll tell ya, we’re goin’ off the wall in here.”


  “Seriously,” Allan said, massaging his forehead again, ”this is the busiest we’ve been all summer. If it would just keep it up . . .”


  “I could get that condo in Florida,” Ian cut in, ”instead of sucking gravel for lunch every day.”


  “It’s just the economy,” Allan went on. “If you want to know how the country’s doing, just check out how many runs are going out. We’re one of the best economic indicators there is.”


  “Who is?” Jerome wanted to know. “You and me?” He was a handsome, fair-skinned black man with a decidedly effeminate air about him. For Jerome, every week was Gay Pride Week, and he didn’t care who knew it.


  “Nobody’s talking to you, Mary,” Tony informed him gruffly.


  “I told you not to call me Mary. My name is Jerome.”


  “Anything you say, Queen Mary.”


  “If nobody’s making any money,” Allan resumed, unflustered, ”we’re not gonna make any money, ’cause they’re not gonna be sending anything anywhere.”


  “Well, somebody’s doin’ something,” Ian asserted, busily copying the runs onto his manifest, ”because I am definitely making some money today.”


  “Enough for a couple of six-packs on Friday night?” Allan sidled up to the counter conspiratorially. “Maybe go back down in the dungeon again?”


  “You know,” Ian said thoughtfully, ”Poot the Barbarian hasn’t hacked up anybody in . . .”


  “Three weeks,” Allan completed the sentence for him. “And I’ve added a couple of new rooms, a few more magic items . . .”


  “Ah! Renovating, eh?”


  “You won’t even recognize the place.”


  “What on earth are you talking about?” Jerome was feigning petulance. “You have a dungeon in your basement, or something?”


  “Yeah,” said Ian. “It’s green, and slimy, and . . .”


  “Do you tie people up there?” Jerome asked, eyes brightening. “Do you hold them in chains?”


  “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Mary?” Tony commented over his shoulder.


  “I’d like to wrap you up in chains,” Jerome countered, ”and flog you silly.”


  “I bet you would, bitch. I bet you would . . . Hey, Ian! You gonna sit on those runs all day, buddy? Let’s go!”


  “Right!” Ian started writing hurriedly again. “So it’s Dungeons and Dragons on Friday night. My place again?”


  “It already looks like a battlefield, so I don’t see why not.” Allan winked, and they shared a grin. “Think we can get Mr. Hunter to play?”


  “Is he still on the line?” They turned simultaneously to look, but Chester had just hung up the phone.


  “Now, that guy is good,” Chester proclaimed. “I don’t hafta worry about Hunter. He’s okay. He does his work. But fuckin’ Vince . . .”


  Everybody started rolling their eyes. Chester was going to be on a Vince-trip all day, and it was only ten after ten.


  “All he kept sayin’ was ‘Coffins, man! Coffins!’ I mean, who cares about coffins?”


  Allan and Ian looked at each other, two minds that liked to play with the fantastic. Two sets of eyebrows raised at the same time. A matched set of evil, obsequious leers.


  “Our master,” said Allan, rubbing his hands together in toadyish abandon.


  “Count Vampiro,” said Ian, with fawning adoration in his voice.


  “What a lovely bunch of coconuts we’ve got to work with around here,” Tony griped, lighting up a cigarette. “I kid you not, buddy.”


  “Don’t these guys ever do any work?” Doug asked Tony. Tony shrugged.


  “No,” said Jerome with perfect diction. “They’re too busy serving Count Vampiro.”


  “Nobody’s talking to you, Mary . . . Ian! Get outta here, buddy! Doug, you too!”


  “I’m going!” Ian grabbed his clipboard, stuffed it into his bag, and ran for the door, Doug skating up in hot pursuit. Allan watched them, and a weird flash of trepidation struck . . . a shapeless fear, with no identifiable cause, that suddenly loomed up inside him like a monster from his imaginary dungeon.


  A sense of impending doom.


  He started to say something, but the door slammed shut behind them. Allan stood there, frozen, the bad rush just sittin in his chest like a rotting thing. Was it for me, or was it for them? he wondered, staring at the closed door. Or was it just random paranoia?


  He was dimly aware of Chester’s voice, going on and on behind him.


  Saying, ”Coffins, man! Can you believe that?”


  As a chill moved up his spine like a snake.
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